THE FIRST PLANNED ECONOMY: THE MERCANTILE SYSTEM
tions. The commercial jealousies between nations proved a
fertile source of wars, for which a heavy price was exacted
in the dislocation of industry, the increase of unemployment
and the erection of workhouses.
When we turn from the aims to the achievements of the
mercantile system we find a sharp division of opinion. The
critics belittle its practical importance. They view its legis-
lative programme as an empty futility which pursued a
mirage, the accumulation of precious metals: they maintain
that it diverted the national energies into channels where they
were less profitably employed: they attribute to its operation
the disruption of the first colonial empire. Another school of
thought discerns in mercantilism a vital element in the
explanation of England's industrial, commercial and mari-
time pre-eminence. It holds that the expansion of her
industry and oversea trade, the supremacy of her naval
power, and the building up of an empire bound together by
political and economic bonds, all testify to the success and
wisdom of mercantilist policy.
Our own estimate of the mercantile system starts with the
recognition that England in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries did make immense strides. The crux of the problem
is to determine how far this notable advance was due to a
planned economy. In general, economic effects are produced
by the interplay of a variety of factors and it is difficult to
measure the precise significance of any particular element.
It is apparent that mercantilism does not furnish the sole or
even the main explanation of England's industrial and
commercial growth, because foreign countries lagged behind
although they had recourse to similar expedients. Other
influences besides legislative interference were at work, and
they serve to show how intricate are the threads that weave
the economic pattern. The first was the energetic and
resourceful character of the business leaders, who were drawn
from all sections of the community since trade was not con-
sidered a bar to 'gentility.' The second was the scope
afforded to freedom of enterprise by the gradual relaxation
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